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ABSTRACT 

Hattatuck Coaaunity College iapleaented non-punitive 
grading practices into its grading systea in the Pall 1973 semester. 
These practices centered about the eliaination of plus and ainus 
grades, eliaination of the grade of F, and liberalizing the course 
•ithdrawal policy to allow for withdrawal without penalty throughout 
the seaester* A coaparison was aade of a saaple of fity students who 
attended under the older traditional grading practices and a saaple 
of fifty students who attended under the new non^punitive practices. 
The hypothesis of the study dealt with the grade point averages, 
persistence in college rate, and proportion of penalty and withdrawal 
Ci-cdes to non'penalty grades. Findings indicate that the changes in 
gi. Elding practices had no significant effect on grade point averages 
or the proportion of penalty and withdrawal grades to non-penalty 
grades. A significant difference was found in the persistence in 
college rate of the two saaples, the non*punitive grading systea 
adversely affecting student registration for the second tera. A 
threat to the internal validity of the study based on historical 
circuastances (end of Viet Naa war, end of draft, and state of the 
econoay) , is noted as a possible influence on this finding. 
(Author/AH) 
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ORXENTATIOIT TO THS PROBLEM 

. ^feny colleges and universities in the countiy have xaodif ied 
their grading systesis in the last few years. Msittatuclc Community 
College Joined this moveaent by introducing a change in the grading 
system from the traditional, punitive type to a non-punitive type. ; 
This modification primarily took the form of eliminating the frrade i 
of P and redefining the policy concerning withdrawal fsom a course. ' 

Just about every member of the academic ccomunity has an * 
opinion erf ho«r grading should occur. These new grading practices 
became effective for the FaU 1973 semester after acceptance by 
the faculty. A full year of discussion occured before its adoption, 
and already challenges are being voiced. It should be noted 
that the changes which have been made in the past several years 
have really only reflect^jd the assigraent of particular grades, 
but have not demonstrated an actual change in philosophy about 
grading. 

It would be unfortunate if any changes were made again in 
the girading system without the benefit of research relative to 
its effectiveness. It will be the purpose of this study to examine 
the effects of the implementation of the non-punitive practices at 
^ttatuck Coamiiunity College. 
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JX. STAIPSMEIiT CP THS PHCSLEM 



Several specific changes in the grading systsa vere inpleaented 
for the Fall 1973 semester. These changes included the elimination 
• of the grade of and the adoption of a more lenient W grade 
policy. The old grading system included the following grades: 

A A- B* B B- C+ C 1)+ D D- P X Au W 
The nev system> 'beginning with the Fall 1973 semester^ includes 
the following grades: " 

A B C D I Att W 
The old vitbdraval from a course policy allowed a student to select 
a grade of W up to the tenth week of class. 'S!bs new policy allc^r/ 
him' to withdraw up to the last meeting of the class and also allov.i 
the Instructor to assign the grade of W as a final grade* . 

Hbs purpose of this study is to show the relationship hetween 
the changes in the policies conceming the grade of F and the . 
grade of W on the grades recorded for comparahle groups of students 
who functioned under each system. 

in. BACKGRCXJMD CP THE STODy 

■ ■ ■■- ■ • ■ . ■ ' ■ . ' . . ' ; 

Benjamin Bloom (I968) states that "most students (perhaps over 
90 percent) can mastet what we have to teach them, and it is the 
task of instructiou to find the means which will enahle oiir students 
to master the stfoject under consideration." He further defines 
five hasie variables for mastery learning strategies: 1) Aptitude 
for particular kinds of learning, 2) Quality of instruction. 
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3) Ability to understand instruction, k) Perseverence, and 5) Time 
allowed for learning. It is this latter variable that the new 
lenient withdrawal frca a course policy addresses. Coupled 
with the elimination of the grade of F, the withdrawal from 
a course policy allows a student to repeat a course as often 
as Is necessary to caster the subject matter without being branded 
with pexuanent fcllure markings. 

John Roueche (1972, p. 36) characterizes traditional grading 
as relegating the slower learner to the bottom of a grade distribution. 
He points out that when a student is graded against a group with 
whom he cannot compete he knows right away that the odds of success 
are against him. Since the community college is replete with 
the non-traditional student, efforts must be made to convince him 
that he no longer need fail. The lenient W grade and elimination 
of the grade of F at I&ttatuck Conmunity College Is an attempt 
to end the dichotomy of dividing students into two groups ~ 
approval by success or disapproval by failure. The open door 
nature of our college brings to us an unselected student population. 
The vast differences in academic, personal, and social backgrounds 
of the individual students demand Innovative methods of Instruction. 

Roueche (1972, p. ^5) holds that learning should be a 
systematic process which allows for individual learning rates and 
is directed toward increasing the learner's depository of relevant 
concepts, thereby increasing the effectiveness of hl6 thinking. 
Roberts (I971, p. II3) proposes that this type of systematic 
approach to learning can be humanized. He holds that an effective 
climate can be created and learning can effectively be caused. • 
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He Identifies four eleaents in his huoanistic modsX. First, 
there nust be a provision for the realization of self -concept. 
Both students and faculty must become aware and knowledgeable 
of their perceived selves and their concepts of adequacy. Both 
students and faculty must be oriented to learning activities. 
Secondly^ a physical environznent for learning austcbe created. 
Learning^does not necessarily occur only in the formal classroaa^ 
but may also occur in unconventional spots. These physidJ., places 
for learning can be encouraged by appropriate building of informal 
learning centers. The third element is the calendar for learning. 
Dr. Roberts advocates an open ended calendar where the student ^s 
rate of learning is recognized and not forced to conform to a 
predetermined schedule. Lastly, there must be a non-punitive 
philosophy for learning* The grading system should not contain 
the concept of failure. Performance is either adequate or not 
recorded. When an acceptable level is achieved for which a grade 
of C or better can be assigned, the student is rewarded with the 
appropriate grade. Dr. Roberts asserts that these four elements 
help create a positive climate for learning. 

It is to the last element of Roberts' humanistic ftodel 
for learning that the changes in Ifetttatuck's grading practices 
are directed. The college has not attained this goal as the 
grade of D rezoains. la. a sense, the new withdrawal frcn a course 
policy addresses Roberts* calendar of learaiing. The policy 
at least allows a student to start again. 
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IY» STATEMENT OF THE HYPOTHESES 

Three hypotheses have heen f ornuG.ated for this study: 

A. The nean of the grade point averages recorded for first 
and full time freshnen of the Fall 1ST3 semester under 
the non-punitive grading system will be tiigher than the 
mean of the grade point averages recorded for first and 
full time freshmen of the Fall 1972 semes- under the 
punitive grading system* 

While this result may seem obvious as the new system does not 
include a grade of F with zero (0) quality points, it leads to a 
second hypothesis: 

B. The persistence in college rate for first and full time 
freshmeff of the Fall 1973 semester under the non-punitive 
grading system will be higher than the persistence in 
college rate for first and full time freshmen of the 
Fall 1972 semester under the punitive grading system. 

A third hypothesis will reflect the use of th? W grade by students. 
Specifically it is hypothesized that: 

C. The proportion of penalty and W grades to the non-penalty 
grades for first and full time freshmen of the Fall 1973 semester . 
with the non-punitive grading system will be greater than the 
proportion of penalty and W grades to the non-penalty grades 

for first and full time freshmen of the Fall 1972 semester under 
the punitive grading system. 



s 
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RATIONALE FCSR THE HXPOTBESES 

0 * 

Frcci an arltboetic standpoint the grade point averages for 
students affected by the nev grading system can "be ejcpecjbed to 
be higher than for students under the old system. ' The reason 
for this Is that without a grade of P, zero quality points will 
not be averaged vlth other grades. 

More importantly it can be expected that freshmen stxident 
persistence in college as measured by registration for the ^ 
succeeding setoester vlU be greater for students with the sew 
system. A major puirpose of the elimination of the grade of F 
is to convince the non-traditional student that he need not 
face failure in t>.hs academic world. If particular circumstances 
prevent hia trm attaining success. While seme may perceive the 
grade of Vf as a failure grade^ it generally receives too broad 
an interpretation by students and staff to be considered punitive. 
There are too many other circumstances which warrant the assignment 
of a W grade. If this is in fact true, the student who receives 
U grades in his first collegiate semester nay well return the 
next semester to try again. Aside frcn the beneficial academic 
arguments for a more positive self-coneept, the registration ' ; • 
of these students in the imaedlately succeeding semester positively 

> 

affectseenrhilflfleht. 

• . . . • 

The concern has been expressed by many faculty meorbers that 
students will abuse the new lenient withdrawal from a course 
policy. They expect that this might encourage irresponsibility 
with regard to persistence in a particular class. Students who 
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could succeed in a class might withdraw without really trying to 
earn at least a C. Acceptance of the third hypothesis of this 
study would support this concept. Rejection of it would indicate 
that students are not **copping out*', tut that they are in fact 
using the system to its non-punitive advantage* 

VI. QFGRATIONAL DSFINITIQN5 GF VARIABLES 

* 

A. Independent Variable 

The independent variable for each hypothesis reflects ^ ' 
the changes in the grading system. Beginning with the Fall 
1973 semester a non-punitive grading system with a lenient 
withdrawal from a course policy was used. The earlier 
system employed may he termSd a traditional, punitive grading 
system with a restrictive withdrawal from a course policy. 

B. Dependent Variables 

1. Mean of the Grade Point Averages: The Grade Point Averages 
(GPA) arithmetically describes the nunferldall average of the 
letter grades. It Is calculated by dividing the number 

of qtuality points by the total number of semester hours of 
work taken. 

2. Persistence in college rate: Persistence in college reflects 
the student's choice of whether or not he registers as a 

full tixns student for the immediately Succeeding semester. 

3. Proportion of penalty and withdra\*al grades toriori..penalty:i"grades: 
For the - purposes of this study penalty grades are defined as 

D+, D, D-, and F. A grade of W reflects withdrawal from the course. 
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C. Cpatrol Variable 

Each part of this study will he hased on a sample of 
first and full tine fresha»n students enrolled in a Fall 
seisester. Students who have had previous collegiate 
experience at ^Sstttatuck or elsewhere viU not he included. 
Grade point averages, therefore, will he hased only on the 
work ccapleted that semester and the students will only 
have had experience with one type of grading system. . 

The internal validity of this design is threatened hy . 
several variables. As the two groups were selected In 
different years, the elesent of liistbry challenges the 
hypotheses. It is realised that any difference between the 
two groups could well have cooae about through the differential 
recruitment of new students. Other than excluding students 
who have had previous college experience, no atteatpt has been 
oade to oatch the students of the two groups on their . 
background characteristics. (Caopbell, 19^3, p/ 6)(Tuctanan, 
1972, p. ik^V) 

m • 

VIX. SIGNIFICASCE (F THE STUDY 

In Its seven year history l&ttatuck CooiBunity College has 
overhauled Its grading system three times. The Fall semester of 
1973 saw the most dramatic change with the introduction of the 
concept of non-punitive grading, While this system has only 
been in effect for one academic year, there is a reactionary 
movement on the part of some faculty to return to a more traditional 
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form of grading. Because of tha collegers rapid growth a 
research project uoncemiias Shading has never "been undertaken. 
It would indeed be unfortunate if a regressive nove vere made 
based solely on personal opinion and emotional decisions. If 
this study sheds light on saoe of the effects of non-punitive 
grading, it will be of great value to the educational problem 
of grading. 

O^se chief purpose of education is to serve the society 
which supports it. Basic to the emergence of the ccDnumity 
CGUege is the need of our complex, highly industrialized 
society to have the largest possible proportion of its citizenry- 
learn effectively those skills and subject matter which are 
essential tot their own development and the development of the 
society. Our goal should be the prorvision of successful and 
rewarding educational experiences for 90 percent of the students 
in our midst. 
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I. SUBJECTS 



Subjects for this study have "been. chosen "by random selection 
from the rosters of all CtOltge Seminar classes of each Fall 
semester involved. College Seminar is a six weelc introduction 
to college course required of all first and full time freshmen. 
Ast full time transfer students are also requited to take the 
course^ the folders of all members of the sample have heen 
reviewed to determine previous college experience. If a transfer 
situation existed, the student was eliminated from the sample. ' 
This was an attentpt to control for history bias when ccoparing. 

• • ' 

each group. 

The sample size for each of the two groups (Fall semesters 
1972 and 1973; first and full time freshmen) has been arbitrariJy 
set at 50. When the names of the subjects were deteiaiined, 
the researcher manually retrieved their records from the Records 
Office and posted their grades on a tally sheet. The fact of 
their registration or non-registration as a full time student in 
the succeeding semester was also recorded. 

II. TWSBSmEm VABIABUS 

The independent variable is the grading system. There are 
two levels of this variable. This is a oype C operational 
definition and involves a Noaainal tfeasurement Scale. 
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A. The 1972-1973 grading systea' (Mattatuck, 1972, p» 19) ' 
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Quality paints for Au, and W grades are not ccnxputed. 
Withdrawal fxm Course Policy: '"Students may withdraw traa 
one or two courses and still remain in ccOlege. Ihey 
nay do so up to two (2) weeks after nid-tem examinations 
have been completed. A withdrawal from any course or . 
. courses in this prescribed tijae nay be acccmplished without 
pexialty and a grade of 'W* will be recorded." (ifettatuck, I972 
p. 20) 

. The 1973-1974 grading system (i&ttatuck, 1974, p, 20) 

• A = Superior 

B ss Above average 

C a Average 

; D «= Bass 

I ss XncGoplete 

Au *» Audit 

W Withdraw • 

Quality points for I, Au, and W grades are not conputed. 
Withdrawal frcn Course Policy: "Students may wittidraw, at 
any tine, froa scae courses and remain in college. A 
Withdrawal from a ^course may be accomplished without penalty 
,«nd a grade of 'W* will be recorded." (Mattatuck, 1974, p. 21) 
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nr. DBEEUDEOT VARIABLES 

A, M^an of the Grade Point Averages: 

The mean of the GPA for each group vas computed 1^ 
totaling the number of quality points earned hy the 
samiple and dividing hy the total number semester hours 
of work taken by the sample, 

B, Persistence In college rate: 

Persistence In coUege vas measured by the fact of 
registration or non-reglstratlon for classes as a 
full-time student In the immediately succeeding 
Spring semester, 

C, Proportion of penalty and W grades tonoa-iienalty. grades: 

Penalty grades for 1972 Include D+, D-^ and F« 
The penalty grade for 1973 was D. The proportion 
computed vas the number of penalty and W grades recorded 
for the sample divided by the non-penalty grades ...... 

recorded for the sample. 

IV. COMTOCJL VARIABLE 

. Each part of this study has been based on a sample of 
first and full time freshmen students enrblled in a Fall 
semester. Students vho have had previous collegiate 
experience at l^ttatuck or elsewhere have not been included. 
Grade point averages, therefore, have been based only on the 
vork completed that semester and the students have only had 
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experience with one type of grading system, 
DATA AUALYSIS 

» 

A, Research Design 

This is axi ex post facto study, criterion-group design. 
It stay he depicted as follows: 

Cl Ol ^1 93 ^1 

Cj^ » First and full tine freshmen Fall 1972 
Cg s First and full time freshmen Fall I973 
Oj^ s Mean of grade point averages of 
Og as Mean of grade point averages of Cg 
0^ « Persistence in college rate of C^^ 
Oj^ « Persistence in college rate of Cg 

ts Proportion of penalty and W grades to non-penalty grades of C^^ 
Og «5 Proportion of penalty and W grades to non-penalty/rgrades of Cg 

B, Procedtires 

1. E^pothesis I . 

a. Directional form; 

The mean of the grade point averages recorded for 
first and full time freshmen of the Fall 1973 semester 
lander the non-punitive grading system will he higher 
than the mean of the grade point averages recorded for 
first and full time freshmen of the Fall I972 semester 
under the punitive grading system. 



BESTCOPIf AVmUWI 

"b. Null form: 

There is no difference "between l) the pean of the 
grade point averages of the Fall 19T3 semester under 
the non-punitive grading system and 2) the mean of 
the grade point averages of the Fall 1972 semester 
toader the punitive grading system, 
c. Resulting data: 

!•) A test of the significance of the difference of the 
means of the grade point averages vas made with a 
t-test, A worksheet for the t-test follows: 
Group 1(1972) 2(1973) 

N 45 39 

gX 100.3*^ 99.2T 

cX* 263.11 230.0k 

It 2.22 2.54 

.89 .36 

2. ) While the sample size was 50 for each group, the 

above ll*s reflect student withdrawal from college. 

3. ) Calculated t = 1.77 df « 82 

4. ) Critical value of t e 2.0 at a .05 level of significance. 

5. ) Conclusion: Since the calculated value of t does 

not exceed the critical value of t at the .05 level 
of significance, the null hypothesis cannot he 
rejected; there is no significant difference between 
the mean grade point averages of the two groups of 
students. 



ERIC 
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Hypothsid II 

a. Directional i mi 

♦ 

The persistence in college rate for first and full time 
freshmen of the Fall 1973 semester under the non-punitive 
grading system will "be higher than the persistence 
in college rate for first and full time freshmen of 
the Fall 1972 semester under the punitive grading system, 

b. Null farm: 
There is no difference between l) the persistence 
In college rate for first and full time freshmen of the 
Fall 1973 semester under the non-punitive grading 
system, and 2) the persistence in college rate for first 
and full time freshmen of the Fail 1972 semester under 
the punitive grading system. 

c. Resulting data: 

1. ) A test of the significance of the difference of 
persistence in college rates of the 2 groups was 
made by a Chi-square analysis. A worksheet 
for the Chi-square follows: 

Return Non-return 

1972 U2 8 

1973 31 19 

N « 100 

2. ) Calculated = 5.073 df « 1 

3. ) Critical value of X** « at a .05 level of 
significance, 

k,) Conclusion: Since the calculated value of X*exceeds 
the critical value of X*, the null hypothesis is 
rejected, and the alternative hypothesis is accepted; 
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there is a significant difference Ijetween the 
return rates of the 1972 and 1973 samples. 
However, the direction of the alternative hypothesis 
is not in the expected direction. While there is a 
significant difference, the greater persistence rate 
occurred in the 1972 class, 
l^othesis III 

a. Directional Form 

The proportion of penalty and W grades to the non-penalty 
grades for first and full tine freshmen of the Fall 1973 
sexuester with the non-punitive grading system trtll he 
greater than the proportion of penalty and W grades to 
non-penalty grades for first and full tiaue freshmen of 
the Pall 1972 semester under the punitive grading system. 

b. Null form: 

There is no difference between l) the proportion of penalty 
and W grades to the non-penalty grades for first and 
full time freshmen of the Fall 1973 semester with the 
non-punitive grading system and 2) the proportion of 
penalty and W grades to the non-penalty grades for first 
and full time freshmen of the Fall 1972 semester under the 
punitive grading system. 

c. Resulting data: 

1.) A test of the significance of the difference of penalty 
and withdrawal grades to non-penalty grades was made 
by a Chi-square analysis, A worksheet for the Chi-square 
follows: 
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Penalty & W Non-penalty 

1972 90 *" * 208 

1973 99 188 

N » 585 

2. ) Calculated = .llf37 df « l 

3. ) Critical \'alue of e 3.81f at a .05 level of significance. 

4. ) Conclusion: Since the calculated value of X^ does not 

exceed the critical value of X^, the null hypothesis 
cannot he rejected; there is no significant difference 
between the proportion of penalty and vithdra'iml grades 
and non-penalty grades for the 19/2 sample and the 1973 
sample. 
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DISCUSSION 

CQNCLUSIQKS 

A. Efypothesis I: 

It vas found that there was no sigaif leant difference 
between the mean grade point averages of the two groups. 
Assumptions siay not he made that the changes in the grading 
system have significantly increased the grade point averages, 
of the students involved In the study. 

B. Hypothesis H: 

It was found that there was a significant difference in 
the persistence rates of the two samples. It would appear 
that the changes in the grading system significantly 
decreased the persistence rate, hut it must he rememhered 
that the Internal validity of the study was threatened hy 
the element of history. Uncontrolled in the study were? 

factors relating to the end of the Vietnam War, end of 

... » 

the draft, and state of the economy. It may not be 

assumed that tlie changes In the grading system were the only 

determinants in the persistence rate of students. 

C. Hypothesis III: 

It was found that there was no significant difference 
between the proportion of penalty and xrithdrawal grades to 
non- penalty grades between the two groups. The challenge 
to the new grading system that students are abusing the 
system by attaining a greater number of W grades under 
it than under the old punitive grading system is not valid. 
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Students do not appear to Tae "copping out" in an 
irresponsible fashion at a different rate under the nev 
system than they had under the old system, 

IX. RECCMMSNDATIQNS 

The results of this study suggest a need for continued 
research at Mattatuck in the area of grading. It Is 
recomnended that the study he replicated on a hroader base 
of a larger sample and additional years of experience of 
grading under the new grading practices. This type of 
research might he accomplished on a department basis so 
that individual faculty members might more closely •. 
identify their understanding and use of the concepts of 
non-punitive grading. 

Grading practices frequently evoke emotional reactions 
among faculty, and intellectual decisions concerning changes 
may be difficult to make. Mattatuck Camnunlty College has 
only scratched the surface of a non-punltlve grading system. 
Further modifications of the grading system, such as the 
elimination of the grade of D should be explored. 

Additional research should be conducted concerning the 
retention of nev students. This study did not attempt to 
isolate the reasons why first time students chose not to 
register for a second semester at the college. Perhaps positive 
effects of these grading practices were overshadowed by 
societal changes beyond the college. 

.22 
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It is reconsoended that the Standing Coimittee on 
Admissions and Student Standing utilize this report In 
Its contemplation of future changes in grading practices. 
As this iresearch is the first college>vlde attempt to 
objectively evaluate the effects of the grading practices 
at the college, additional research in this area is 
advocated. 
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